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Teachers' Perspectives 1 
Abstract 
Teachers may be placing students with autism in inclusive and self-contained 
settings based on teachers' perceptions and students' social characteristics. The purpose 
of this study is to investigate whether the biases and experiences of elementary teachers 
affect the placement of students with autism. All of the subjects in this study are teachers 
from a small suburban school district in W estem New York. According to the findings of 
this study, negative characteristics of students with autism did not affect the placement of 
students with autism. However, perceived characteristics of students with autism did 
significantly impact placement. If teachers are aware of the impact that their biases can 
have on the placement of students with autism based on their perceived social 
characteristics, the process could become much more reliable. 
• • ' 
,·. 
• 
Introduction 
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In the classroom community, social skills are a fundamental factor in the 
growth and development of children. With these social skills, comes the means 
necessary for life long activities. Social skills are necessary for all people to live and 
interact in everyday settings. Most children possess moderate to poor socialization 
skills before starting school. In my opinion, t!lls is mainly because most of these 
children have never had enough time to interact with large numbers of children 
outside of the home setting. The school setting is where students will learn these 
social skills that will hopefully prepare them for a thriving social lifestyle. It is more 
common that children with autism lack these social skills when first stepping into the 
classroom, because students with autism lack the means necessary to have fine social 
skills. With work, students with autism may gain these social skills in the inclusive 
classroom and benefit from peers who are disabled and peers who are non disabled. 
Autism is a developmental disability caused by neurological dysfunction. 
The cause of autism is still unknown, but there are a number of theories. Some 
research suggests a physical problem, affecting those parts of the brain that process 
language and information coming in from the senses. There may be some imbalance 
of certain chemicals in the brain. Genetic factors may sometimes be involved. It is 
possible that autism may result from a combination of several factors. However, no 
factors in the psychological environment of the child are known to cause autism. 
Autism is distributed throughout the world among all races, nationalities, and social 
classes. Four of every five individuals diagnosed with autism are male. Autism affects 
the ways that individuals eat, dress, study, spend leisure time, understand their world 
. 
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and communicate. Autism generally yields characteristic and predictable patterns of 
behavior in individuals with this condition. Thus, the role of the teacher ofa student 
with autism is like that of an interpreter, that is, someone who understands these 
patterns of behavior and is able to translate the expectations and procedures of the 
non-autistic environment to the student with autism. In order to teach students with 
autism, we must understand their world and their strengths and deficits that are 
associated with it (Gentry, 2003). 
Autism is a developmental disability characterized by difficulties and 
abnormalities in several areas, such as communication skills, social relationships, 
cognitive functioning, sensory processing and behavior. These difficulties, to be 
described below, are not unique to autism. Many of the characteristics seen in autism 
_are seen in other developmental disabilities such as intellectual disabilities, learning 
disabilities, attention deficit disorders and language disorders. Some are seen in 
certain psychiatric conditions such as obsessive-compulsive disorder, schizoid 
personality, and anxiety disorders. Many are also seen in normally developing 
children, or even in ourselves. What distinguishes autism from other disorders are the 
number, severity, combination and interactions of problems, which result in 
significant functional impairments. Autism is the interaction of the deficits, not any 
one characteristic (Gentry, 2003). 
Children with autism usually lack creative and flexible play skills, have 
limited gestures and facial expressions, and often lack an understanding of social 
rules. This social behavior of students with autism may be socially avoidant, socially 
indifferent, or socially awkward (Peterson & Rittie, 2003). According to some 
• 
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researchers, individuals with autism who are socially indifferent do not seek social 
interactions with others, nor do they forcefully avoid social correspondence (Peterson 
& Hittie, 2003). These children are impartial to being alone or in the company of 
others. This is where I began to wonder if being placed in an inclusive social setting 
would benefit students with autism. 
This is where the question arises surrounding the issue of the social benefits 
that would come from bringing students with autism into an inclusive setting. 
Bringing children with autism into the inclusive classroom may give these students 
the means to succeed socially and academically while functioning with normal peers. 
This also benefits the students without disabilities by increasing their social skills of 
interacting with people with and without disabilities. On the other hand, this 
interaction _among children with and without disabilities may not be beneficial on 
social and cognitive growth of students with autism and therefore, may have adverse 
affects of students with autism and their social skills. 
The idea of theory plays a big role in social skills and placement of students. 
Erik Erikson's idea of bringing community into the classroom proves to be extremely 
beneficial on diverse classrooms (Peterson & Rittie, 2003). The concept of building 
trusting and caring relationships is crucial to inclusive success. His theory 
demonstrates the need for safety and an overall consistency of structure in early 
development. The atmosphere creates the opportunity for meaningful interactions 
with others in the learning environment. Using Erickson's theory, students should be 
surrounded by constant social support. This may mean the use of small groups and 
classroom workshops to create shared communities. All students, including students 
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with autism, can build and reflect from one another's strengths and weaknesses. This 
sense of community will benefit the students for the rest of their lives. 
Erikson believed that social skills are vital in creating an effective workplace. 
To be part of an effective community, whether it is a social setting, the workplace or 
school, people must be able to collaborate and be open to criticism if it is presented 
constructively. Building these communities at a young age leaves room for growth 
and development through time. Therefore, when all students reach professionalism 
they will have set goals and beliefs that will give them the skills to work 
collaboratively (Peterson & Rittie, 2003). 
This is where the idea of social proficiency becomes a factor among students 
and placement. Social proficiency is imperative in the development of all children. 
To be socially proficie_nt, one must have the skills necessary to thrive socially in all 
environments. Obtaining this proficiency is not just for students with autism. This is 
a goal for all students in the school setting. When students have increased their social 
skills they have options that will forever help structure their lives. Increased social 
skills enhance learning, community, understanding of differences, and a well-rounded 
lifestyle. With this understanding of differences all children understand what it 
means to be part of a community and to be part of a team. This promotes the 
awareness of the unnecessary need for violence. Social inclusion is highly important 
in today's society for all learners. Inclusion teaches the skills necessary for 
collaborative skill building. I believe that these traits are crucial for maximizing 
social interactions among people as they grow together. It is extremely difficult for a 
child who lacks appropriate social skills to function in the real world. The idea of 
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community also provides the opportunity to experience diversity in the classroom. 
This gives students the right to develop appreciation for all in the classroom 
community. 
Students with autism have the right to be placed in an inclusive setting. The 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (1.D.E.A.), was revised in 1997 to 
promote awareness about the rights that students with disabilities have to receive a 
Free and Appropriate Public Education (F.A.P.E.). This provided a forum for the 
educational experiences of students with disabilities to be seen and heard, and for the 
project to commemorate diversity and inclusion of all students in the educational 
process (Peterson & Rittie, 2003). Given the recent laws toward inclusion in general 
education, there are an increased number of children with autism who are being 
educated in the same classroom s�ttings as their normally developing peers. In fact, 
considerable attention has been dedicated to promoting effective intervention 
techniques to enhance_peer social skills among children with autism. Teaching 
appropriate peer interactions is a fundamental element of an academic program for 
children with autism (Gentry, 2003). 
As children with autism grow and acquire the basic skills necessary to 
function effectively in a one-on-one setting, and in an inclusive setting, the need for 
peer interaction skills becomes apparent. Students with autism have had an 
advantage to be included in the public education school system to expand their 
knowledge and gain the skills necessary for lifelong interaction. The switch from a 
one-on-one to an inclusive setting may serve to show that social skills may become 
more prevalent. 
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When students have poor socialization skills they are at a loss for socialization 
with other people. Poor skills affect learners by creating seclusion. People who are · 
secluded feel different from others and may harbor negative feelings toward 
themselves and others. Also, people without these socialization skills will not have 
the means once they reach adulthood to maintain community relationships and skills 
for the job or profession they may acquire. This is why it is crucial to give all 
students the means necessary to obtain these social skills. All students should have 
the chance to be part of the classroom community. It is vital that all teachers provide 
the means for all children to benefit in the inclusive classroom. Involving all children 
in any social skill activity or intervention provides students with autism' the 
opportunity to observe, imitate and learn these new social behaviors of their typically 
developing peers. 
If we look down the road the cost of caring for people who lack social skills, 
the expense will be overwhelming. This will mean employers will have to take the 
extra time and money to train people how to interact. Teaching people to be 
proficient socially during their schooling years could cut this cost immensely. This 
also opens the door for more employment opportunities for all people. Often times, 
employers will refuse to interview candidates that they feel lack the social skills 
necessary for the professional workplace. 
This topic comes very close to my heart because of the work I have done with 
one specific child with autism. I have witnessed the detrimental effects that seclusion 
has had on a child with autism. Seclusion not only made this student more 
aggressive, but he was unable to interact socially with his peers. The likelihood of 
. 
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change brings opportunity for all to have an understanding of the impact that 
socialization has on children. This awareness provides all children the means to 
become socially proficient that will benefit them for years to come. If all students 
have an appropriate opportunity to a thoughtful and nurturing environment, autism's 
dynamics become less complicated. 
This research problem has to deal with the perceptions of students with autism 
and their placement. I wonder if in an inclusive setting, children with autism will 
become more socially proficient. Therefore, I pose the question: are children with 
autism in their primary schooling years perceived by their teachers as more socially 
proficient in inclusive settings? The subproblems of this issue surround the 
perceptions that teachers have around characteristics that a child with autism must 
portray in order to be placed in an inclusive setting. This is also the case with the self 
contained setting. Teachers are one of the components of placement of students with 
autism. This is where the researcher wonders what specific characteristics a student 
must have in order to be placed in a self contained setting. Therefore, the researcher 
will expect to find that students with autism will be placed in inclusive settings or self 
contained settings based upon teacher perceptions of the quality social characteristics 
that best reflect these settings. 
This study will not attempt to change the school policy of placement of 
students with autism. This is not a training of teachers on how to correctly place 
students with autism into a social classroom setting based on social characteristics. 
The researcher assumes that placement of students with autism is based mainly on 
• 
Teachers' Perspectives 9 
teachers perceptions and social characteristics that are associated with the proper 
behaviors of the inclusive and self contained settings. 
. 
Review of the Literature 
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Educating students with autism requires an understanding of the unique 
cognitive, social, sensory and behavioral deficits that characterize this developmental 
disability. These special areas include limited and disordered language skills, 
unusual sensory processing, difficulty combining or integrating ideas and difficulty 
interpreting the underlying meaning of social relationships (Mesibov & Shea, 1996). 
This does not mean that students with autism are incapable of learning or having 
meaningful social interactions. To the extent that regular classrooms cannot adjust to 
the special needs of many students with autism, the full inclusion model may or may 
not limit the appropriateness of the education of these students. Therefore, after 
reviewing the literature, these researchers show the strengths and weaknesses of the 
inclusive setting versus the secluded setting for socially adapting students with -
autism. This again leads me to my research question, are children with autism in their 
primary schooling years perceived by their teachers as more socially proficient in 
inclusive settings? 
Benefits of the inclusive for students with autism 
The history of autism also relates to all students being included in the regular 
classroom and the idea of l.D.E.A. as stated in chapter one, that students with autism 
have the right to be placed in an inclusive setting. The Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act (l.D.E.A.), was revised in 1997 to promote awareness about the rights 
that students with disabilities have to receive a Free and Appropriate Public 
Education (F.A.P.E.). This provided a forum for the educational experiences of 
students with disabilities to be seen and heard, and for the project to commemorate 
__ __ ____ ...B,sa~tiru·n!!JL _______ _ 
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diversity and inclusion of ALL students in the educational process (Peterson & Hittie, 
2003). 
Children with autism have long been presumed to need separate activities 
designed for lower levels of play, but activities involving children with autism and 
peers who do not have a disability have shown positive experiences. According to 
Pennick and Royal (2003) when children with autism and children without disabilities 
participated together in different levels of play activities for thirty minute school 
sessions, the children with autism used appropriate play behaviors during these higher 
level recreation activities. In a project to include children and youth with 
developmental disabilities in community recreation activities with peers without a 
disability, activity coaches from university teacher education and health education 
programs were trained to use individual accommodations to help children with autism 
participate. A total of twenty students participated in this study. Five of these 
students were children who had autism. The results of this study showed that 
establishing options for children and youth with developmental disabilities to 
participate in community integrated recreation is worthwhile. The participating 
children with disabilities enjoyed the classes they attended, whether or not they were 
truly included in the entire activity. They interacted with their peers who did not have 
a disability and participated at individually appropriate levels (Pennick &Royle, 
2003). 
According to Pennick and Royle (2003) there are many advantages for 
children with autism placed in an inclusive classroom setting. First of all, children 
are spared the effects of being separate and segregated. This gives students a feeling 
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of community and provides structure for building meaningful relationships. Inclusion 
also gives the child with autism a competent model to follow. This way, the child 
with the disability can learn new adaptive skills. They are provided the opportunity 
to learn how to use their existing skills through imitation and are provided with 
opportunities to learn more realistic life experiences that prepare them to live in a 
thriving collaborative community. Most importantly, they get the opportunity to 
create new friendships. 
When it comes to children with autism and learning social skills in the 
inclusive setting, children with autism do not generally learn by social modeling and 
incidental learning alone. These students require more direct instruction of social 
skills. Although considered the most intrusive form of instruction, teaching social 
skills in the inclusive setting to children with autism is an intervention strategy whose 
effectiveness cannot be understated. The focus on direct instruction should be on task 
analysis, where social skills are broken into various successive steps and are taught in 
small increments (Vakil & Welton, 2004). This direct instruction of these social 
skills in the inclusive setting provides the opportunity for other skills to fall into 
place. 
Tools such as role playing, games, and puppets are a few of the many methods 
helpful in reinforcing appropriate social interactions in an inclusive setting. Using 
social stories is another key idea in creating social togetherness in an inclusive setting 
that includes students with autism. Children with autism frequently seek out an 
environment that is predictable and routine. Schedules with pictures of various 
activities have been proven to aid with transitions and increase predictability. Social 
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stories are simply drawn or photographed sequences of events that the child with 
autism is likely to encounter in a given setting. The story tells which behavior is 
expected, how to attain that behavior, and what the reward is for that behavior in a 
particular circumstance. Providing these stories prior to any social activity can 
sometimes decrease a child's anxiety and improve his or her behaviors. These stories 
may also help the child with autism understand events from the perspective of others 
(Barry & Burlew, 2004). 
Barry and Burlew (2004) studied a special education teacher who used social 
stories in her classroom to teach two children with severe autism how to make 
activity choices, play appropriately with materials chosen, and play appropriately 
with peers in an inclusive classroom. The classroom teacher and teacher's aide 
measured students' abilities in choice making and time spent playing appropriately 
during a free time setting. The researchers concluded that support was found for the 
use of social stories to teach choice making and play skills to children with autism in 
the inclusive setting. 
In many social situations, the behavior of engaging in social initiation is 
crucial for enhancing social interaction. While children with autism can learn to 
respond to social initiations by others, they may face major difficulties in initiating 
complex social behaviors and as a result conversation and initiating play remains at 
low levels in the inclusive setting. The importance of this skill suggests that when the 
social initiation rate of children with autism increases, then overall social behavior 
improves significantly (Keenan & Nikopoulos, 2003). 
• 
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effect of the inclusive on students with autism 
Age and grade appropriate placement is the most controversial component of 
inclusion because it is based on ideals, values, and goals that are not congruent with 
the realities of today's classrooms. Proponents of full inclusion assume that the 
general education classroom can and will be able to accommodate all students with 
disabilities, even those with severe and multiple disabilities including autism. They 
assume that such students can obtain educational and social benefits from that 
placement. Those who oppose full inclusion argue that, although methods of 
collaborative learning and group instruction are the preferred methods, the traditional 
classroom size and resources are often inadequate for the management and 
accommodation of many students with disabilities without producing adverse effects 
on the classroom as a whole. Some special education experts, however, believe that 
some students are unlikely to receive appropriate education without placement into 
alternative instructional groups or alternative learning environments, such as part­
time or full-time special classes or alternative day schools (Kochhar, Taymans & 
West, 2000). 
Benefits of the self-contained for students with autism 
According to Greenway (2000) children with autism need a highly structured 
learning environment, which helps them to understand the world around them. 
Without this structure autistic students are unable to process information in a way that 
allows learning to take place. For some students with autism, an inclusion classroom 
can provide enough structure for students with autism. Some students with autism 
- - - - ~ etb,,. ~·~n.,g _ ___ __ _ 
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need· greater structure to maximize the benefits o f  the educational system. The size 
and amount of activity in a regular educational setting may be too distractive for 
students with autism, and special needs such as toileting and working on 
modifications of inappropriate behavior is not feasible in a class of twenty to thirty 
students, even with one to one assistance. The need for the child to focus, and the 
requirement that each activity be somewhat shorter than from what most children 
learn, make a self contained classroom the right choice for some children with autism. 
For some children it is a self contained classroom that has provided the ability to both 
learn and develop social skills (Greenway, 2000). 
The researchers found that often times for students with autism the least 
restrictive environment is a self contained classroom. The benefits of learning in the 
students' least restrictive environment for children with autism can be great: 
increased motivation, higher self-esteem, improved communication and socialization 
skills, and greater academic achievement. Children with autism tend to form 
friendships more readily and develop better social skills in a self contained classroom, 
especially if teachers promote this social interaction (Greenway, 2000). 
effects of self-contained classrooms on students with autism 
According to Meyer and Cole (1996) opposing social integration and 
normalization in school settings are those who believe that children with special 
needs are best served in environments where special educators and special resources 
can be concentrated. In such settings, intensive educational and support services can 
be tailored to meet individual needs. Supposedly, special training curricula can be 
developed without the kinds of compromises that occur when regular and special 
Negai:ive 
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education students are served i n  the same setting. Opponents to school integration 
may also endorse a protectionist stance and cite evidence that children with 
disabilities are teased, abused, and neglected in integrated settings. 
Placing children with autism in a self contained classroom segregates them 
from other children. Segregated education can create harmful effects, such as 
labeling. Labeling of a disabled child only promotes social isolation which then the 
child with autism will carry with him or her throughout their education (Cole & 
Meyer, 1 996). 
This is where I believe to have found the gap in the literature that I reviewed. 
There is so much information that surrounds inclusion, that there is a lack of 
information that surrounds the benefits and negative aspects of self-containment and 
students with disabilities. 
One major issue is the question of who is deciding the placement of these 
students with disabilities. The perspective of the teacher plays a large role in 
determining the placement of these students with autism, whether it is inclusively or a 
self-containment setting. People are influenced by their perceptions and biases, 
which causes teachers to compare disabilities to negative comments and feelings. 
People do not realize that often they are acting on prior knowledge bias or judgment 
when placing a student with autism. My study may identify teachers doing just that, 
without realizing that they are judging students based on their perceptions. 
After reviewing the literature, I am still wondering if the issue of social 
proficiency and students with autism is based upon teachers' misconceptions of 
autism. This is the logic that leads me to my study. I speculate whether or not 
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perceptions may or may not directly impact the placement of students with autism, 
which may adversely affect their social proficiency. 
Methods 
,. 
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The purpose o f  �s research i s  t o  determine whether placement decisions are 
influenced by teachers' perceptions. This relates to general knowledge because all 
people are influenced by their first impressions and perspectives. My goal was to 
find out if these students are being placed based on the objective criteria or if they are 
being placed on perceptions and bias. There were two objectives that were examined 
during this.study. The first objective included finding out if students with autism are 
more socially proficient in the inclusive setting or the self-contained setting. The 
second objective involved finding out teacher perspectives on students with autism. 
Teacher perspectives play a large role in the project because the teachers are the 
people helping the team decide where to place these students with autism. 
There were forty-five subjects surveyed. Forty-four subjects filled out the 
survey. All of the subjects in this study are teachers at suburban school in Western 
New York. All of the participants teach in grades four or five, and they hold a valid 
New York certificate in either elementary education or special education. This 
survey was strictly on a volunteer basis and the subjects had no knowledge of the 
questions on the survey prior to the administration of the survey. 
Instruments 
The instrument used in this study was an unpublished instrument developed 
by the researcher for the purpose of this study. All of the questions on the rating scale 
were designed to measure specific biases of teachers and whether or not the social 
placement of students with autism is affected by these biases. The instrument 
Subjects 
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consisted o f  four open ended questions that teachers could answer using their opinion 
and experiences. The questions dealt with the placement of students with autism 
based upon characteristics. The beginning question asked the subjects if they have 
ever worked with a student with autism. The latter questions then gave a list of 
characteristics that a student would need to have in order for the teacher to place the 
student in the distinct classroom settings. 
The researcher used a quasi-experimental design where conditions were not 
manipulated and teachers were used from intact groups. This was a descriptive 
research method, which used a survey in order to collect data. All of topics for 
questions came from empirically based evidence from researched studies. 
The validity of this instrument had two forms. The instrument had face 
validity and content validity. Face validity is the extent to which, on the surface, an 
instrument looks like it is measuring a particular characteristic. Content validity is the 
extent to which a measurement instrument is a representative sample of the content 
area being measured (Leedy & Ormrod, 2005). This survey was submitted to an 
expert panel of three people in the education department at SUNY Brockport. The 
three experts then concluded that this survey did in fact have face and content 
validity. 
The reliability of this survey is internal consistency reliability, which is the 
extent to which all the items within a single instrument yield similar results (Leedy & 
Ormrod, 2005). The reliability of the survey was computed on Statistical Package 
for the Social Sciences (SPSS), version 1 2.0 for internal consistency reliability of the 
survey instrument developed by the researcher for the purpose of this study. 
. 
·A copy of the survey is located in Appendix A. 
Procedures 
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The survey was distributed to a faculty from one school district in Western 
New York. The faculty consisted of forty-five general education and special 
education teachers. School psychologists and the school principals were also included 
in the survey. This survey was distributed January 14, 2004. I was the only 
researcher who distributed the survey. 
The study took place in the cafeteria of the school building during the 
morning hour between 8 and 9 a.m. The researcher orally announced what the survey 
was about, and then gave the faculty the option to volunteer for the study, which was 
then distributed by the researcher. The faculty members were given the opportunity to 
read the l�tter of consent that was attached to the survey, and then decided if they 
wished to participate in the study. The researcher gave the subjects as much time as 
was needed to complete all four of the questions. The survey took approximately ten 
minutes for the entire faculty to fill out the survey. Of the forty-five surveys passed 
out, forty-four were completed and returned. 
The researcher reviewed the responses to the survey looking for patterns or 
trends of the way that the teacher subjects answered the questions. Planned statistical 
analysis included descriptive statistics using the computer program, Statistical 
Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS), version 1 2.0 to calculate the results. 
These are the subjects, instrument, and procedures that are planned for this 
study. Information and changes to the research design are reported and explained 
within the results section. 
Results 
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The researcher conducted a study o f  the placement o f  students with autism on 
the opinions, personal biases and experiences of the general education and special 
education teachers. This study was conducted in a small suburban school in W estem 
New York. The researcher was curious about the biases of placement that the 
teachers in this school setting had on the social placement of students with autism. 
The researcher questioned how teachers' perspectives affected the social 
placement of students with autism. The researcher therefore set up a research design, 
which was a quasi�experimental design where conditions were not manipulated and 
teachers were used from intact groups. The type of research that the researcher 
performed was descriptive in nature using a survey technique. The data was then 
collected and analyz�d. 
The researcher planned to use qualitative and quantitative approaches to 
analyze the results of the survey questionnaire by reviewing the subjects' responses. 
The qualitative analysis used by the researcher was a manual review of the responses 
from the survey to look for common patterns or trends. The quantitative analysis 
used the computer program Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS), 
version 1 2.0 [to calculate the results]. 
,/ 
The researcher then used a manual approach to analyze the positive and 
negative characteristics and calculated a percentage of response by the subjects on 
this survey. The researcher divided these responses into two groups, those who 
answered "yes" to question one, and those who answered ''no" to question one. These 
percentages are shown on Table 1 and Table 2. 
' 
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The reliability was �alculated by the researcher instead of calculating it on the 
computer using SPSS. The approach to reliability was calculated "post hoc" using 
the inter-rater reliability approach. Two raters sorted the characteristics that were 
given in the survey into positive and negative characteristics. The first rater had 
inter-rater reliability with the researcher of 1 .00. The second rater had an inter-rater 
reliability with the researcher of .90, for a combined mean of .95 inter-rater 
reliability. 
The researcher then calculated a One-Way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) 
which was computed on summary scores by groups using SPSS version 12.0. No 
significant differences were found between people who have worked with students 
with autism and people who have not worked with students with autism (f= 3 .05, 
p= .088). However, significant levels might have been revealed with a larger sample 
size. This means that a pattern or trend was apparent. 
The researcher performed paired sample t-tests on the data. When pairing the 
positive social characteristics that students with autism have and the positive social 
characteristics that students with autism must have to be placed in an inclusive setting 
a significant difference was found (t= -3.6, p= .01 6). When pairing the negative 
social characteristics that students with autism have and the negative social 
characteristics that students with autism must have to be placed in an inclusive setting 
no significant difference was found (t= 1 0.5, p=.353). The researched paired the 
positive social characteristics of students with autism versus the negative social 
characteristics of students with autism and found a significant negative difference 
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(t= -3.9, p=.000). The researcher paired the positive social characteristics of students 
with autism and negative social characteristics of students with autism based on their 
placement in an inclusive setting and again, a significant positive difference was 
found (t=8.3, p=.001 ). Finally, the researcher found a significant positive difference 
when reviewing the data from pairing the positive social characteristics of students 
with autism and the negative social characteristics of students with autism when be 
placed in self contained settings (t=8.2, p= .017). 
Conclusions 
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This research problem dealt with the perceptions of students with autism and 
their placement based on teachers' perceptions and social characteristics. The purpose 
of this research is to determine whether placement decisions are influenced by 
teachers' perceptions. 
The researcher was curious to learn whether or not elementary teachers allow 
their personal biases and experiences to affect the placement of students with autism 
based on their social characteristics. This lead me to my research question of: are 
children with autism in their primary schooling years perceived by their teachers as 
more socially proficient in inclusive settings? 
The results of this study were surprising in several ways. First, was that the 
perceived negative characteristics of students with autism did not significantly impact 
the placement decision of these subjects. However, of critical importance is the fact 
that the converse was not true. That is, the perceived positive characteristics of 
students with autism did significantly impact placement. One would assume that the 
greater the number of positive characteristics perceived in students with autism, the 
more likely that students would be placed in an inclusive setting. This shows that 
teachers make placement decisions based on their own opinions and perceptions of 
students' perceived characteristics. 
Limitations 
Before interpreting the results of this study it is important to identify the 
limitations that impacted the results of this study. There were two limitations that 
impacted this study. The researcher had a very small sample size of teachers from one 
--·------
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suburban elementary school building. All of the subjects were volunteers. Also, the 
feasibility of carrying out a study of this complexity in the allotted time proved to be 
different than the time the researcher had originally intended. In future research, this 
study should take two to three months to plan and carry out. 
Discussion 
The history of autism in the 1 950s and 1 960s began with the entire medical 
community generally incorrectly believing autism was a psychological disturbance 
caused by detached or uncaring mothers. This belief, later completely disproven, was 
based on the observations and opinions of Dr. Bruno Bettleheim, one of the first child 
development specialists to focus on autism. In 1977, autism was shown to reveal 
evidence of a genetic basis for autism. Over the next ten years, researchers conducted 
additional studies that further yielded evidence of a genetic component to autism as 
well as refined the symptoms of autism (National alliance for autism research, n.d.). 
This study was unique in that the researcher did not see any similar studies 
that pertained to questioning teachers about their perceptions of social characteristics 
of students with autism. The research that the researcher conducted pertained to 
students with autism and which social settings were more beneficial to them. For 
example; according to Pennick and Royle (2003) there are many advantages for 
children with autism placed in an inclusive classroom setting. First of all, children 
are spared the effects of being separate and segregated. This gives students a feeling 
of community and provides structure for building meaningful relationships. On the 
other hand, according to Greenway (2000) children with autism need a highly 
structured learning environment, which helps them to understand the world around 
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them. Without this structure students with autism are unable to process information 
in a way that allows learning to talce place. This is where the overall outcome of the 
researcher's study suggested that this small population had more of a mind setting 
that dealt with placing students based on their perceptions of their social 
characteristics. The majority of teachers placed students based solely on positive 
characteristics. Other results showed that a small percentage of these teachers were 
placing students with autism based solely on their negative social characteristics. 
The answer that the researcher set o�t to find was accomplished. This is 
because this small suburban population proved to place students with autism based 
solely on their perceptions of positive social characteristics. The only question may 
be: were there enough participants involved to justify generalization? The researcher 
believes that the wording on the survey may have been ambiguous. This is because 
during the actual study the researcher was asked by a few subjects to clarify the 
questions. After carrying out the study, the researcher feels as though it would be 
extremely beneficial to carry this study out in other regions of New York State. In 
particular, urban and rural populations would be of interest to see how teachers 
perceive social characteristics of students with autism. 
New learnings of this study which may be beneficial to the field include 
teachers becoming aware of the fact that they are placing students with autism based 
on social characteristics. Often times, if people are made aware that they are using 
their perceptions, they will use this lmowledge of being aware of these perceptions 
and questions may be answered differently. It is the idea that many times, until made 
aware of it, teachers do not realize that they are malcing judgments based on 
. 
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perceptions. These findings have made me a much more effective teacher by setting 
my personal and professional biases aside and placing students with autism based on 
their individual needs. ·· This is crucial information, which the researcher must share 
with fellow colleagues and all teachers in the field. 
After completing this study it was apparent that the original research question 
was not completely answered. The researcher found that teachers' biases can and do 
affect placement, but the issue of students becoming more proficient in inclusive 
settings was never addressed. This is mainly because the researcher is a novice 
researcher. In future research, more attention should be paid to finding out if students 
do in fact become more socially proficient in inclusive settings. 
This research pertained to teachers teaching forth and fifth grade in a suburban 
setting in Western New York. The researcher hopes to expand this research to rural 
and urban settings to see if there will be any difference in the findings. The 
researcher knows it is her duty to give back to the field all of the findings that were 
discovered. Changes that the researcher may make in further research may include 
offering a section where teachers can write any characteristic that they choose, 
instead of having them choose from a list of twenty characteristics. Changes that the 
researcher has made herself, include, interactions among children, parents, teachers 
and other school personnel. 
It is evident by the recent research being carried out, that teachers are placing 
students with autism based solely on perceived social characteristics of students with 
autism. This is not only a terrible way to place students, but it may also affect their 
' 
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future development and impact where these students end up after their schooling 
years. Teachers need to be made aware of these perceptions that are potentially 
influencing the way that students with autism are being placed. 
• 
\ 
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Appendix A 
Directions: Read each question. Then, circle ALL the answers that 
apply to each question. Please do not write your name on the survey 
and answer each question to the best of your ability. 
1 .  Have you ever had a student with autism in your class? Yes No 
2. Which of the following characteristics are most clearly associated with 
students with autism? Circle all that apply. 
Friendly 
Angry 
Compliant 
Outgoing 
Disruptive 
Passive 
Aggressive 
Enthusiastic 
Energetic 
Highly emotional 
Quiet 
Loud 
Clumsy 
Happy 
Non-verbal 
Caring 
Poor personal hygiene 
Generous 
Introverted 
Easily distracted 
3.  Which of the following characteristics are most critical to the successful 
social interactions of a student with autism in an inclusive setting? Circle all 
that apply. 
Quiet 
Angry 
Clumsy 
Happy 
Aggressive 
Highly emotional 
Passive 
Loud 
Caring 
Generous 
Friendly 
Compliant 
Non-verbal 
Introverted 
Enthusiastic 
Easily distracted 
Energetic 
Outgoing 
Disruptive 
Poor personal hygiene 
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4. Which of the following characteristics are most critical for successful social 
interactions of students with autism in a self contained setting? Circle all that 
apply. 
Poor personal hygiene 
Loud 
Generous 
Quiet 
Compliant 
Non-verbal 
Easily distracted 
Disruptive 
Passive 
Angry 
Highly emotional 
Energetic 
Outgoing 
Clumsy 
Introverted 
Aggressive 
Happy 
Caring 
Friendly 
Enthusiastic 
' 
Table 1 
Percentages of Teachers Who Answered "Yes " 
p . . p os1tive 
Question 2 Friendly 
Compliant 
Outgoing 
Which of the following Passive 
characteristics are most Enthusiastic 
clearly associated with Quiet 
students with autism? Happy 
Caring 
Generous 
Energetic 
Question 3 Friendly 
Compliant 
Which of the following Outgoing 
characteristics are most Passive 
critical to the successful Enthusiastic 
social interactions of a Quiet 
student with autism in an Happy 
inclusive setting? Caring 
Generous 
Question 4 Friendly 
Compliant 
Which of the following Outgoing 
characteristics are most Passive 
critical for successful Enthusiastic 
social interactions of Quiet 
students in a self Happy 
contained setting? Caring 
Generous 
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-N=44 N p N 44 = 
18% Angry 20% 
11% Disruptive 27% 
7% Aggressive 16% 
34% Highly emotional 32% 
9% Loud 16% 
25% Clumsy 5% 
14% Non verbal 23% 
9% Poor Pers. Hygiene 7% 
5% Introverted 32% 
16% Easily distracted 27% 
36% Angry 2% 
23% Disruptive 2% 
18% Aggressive 2% 
2% Highly emotional 2% 
23% Loud 0% 
9% Clumsy 0% 
32% Non verbal 0% 
43% Poor Pers. Hygiene 0% 
23% Introverted 2% 
9% distracted 0% 
39% Angry 2% 
27% Disruptive 5% 
25% Aggressive 0% 
5% Highly emotional 7% 
32% Loud 0% 
9% Clumsy 0% 
36% Non verbal 0% 
41% Poor Pers. Hygiene 0% 
18% Introverted 2% 
16% distracted 2% 
ti ercep· ons ti e2a ve ti ercep· ons 
Ener2etic Easily 
Enere;etic Easily 
' 
Table 2 
Percentages of Teachers Who Answered "No " 
p "ti p OSI ve ti ODS 
Question 2 Friendly 
Compliant 
Outgoing 
Which of the following Passive 
characteristics are most Enthusiastic 
clearly associated with Quiet 
students with autism? Happy 
Caring 
Generous 
Energetic 
Question 3 Friendly 
Compliant 
Which of the following Outgoing 
characteristics are most Passive 
critical to the successful Enthusiastic 
social interactions of-a Quiet 
student with autism in an Happy 
inclusive setting? Caring 
Generous 
Question 4 Friendly 
Compliant 
Which of the following Outgoing 
characteristics are most Passive 
critical for successful Enthusiastic 
social interactions of Quiet 
students in a self Happy 
contained setting? Caring 
Generous 
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= N 44 N p ti ons N 44 = 
14% Angry 9% 
2% Disruptive 14% 
5% Aggressive 14% 
25% Highly emotional 30% 
0% Loud 11% 
20% Clumsy 5% 
5% Non verbal 32o/o 
5% Poor Pers. Hygiene 2% 
5% Introverted 32% 
11% Easily distracted 14% 
30% Angry 0% 
9% Disruptive 2% 
9% Aggressive 2% 
0% Highly emotional 5% 
27% Loud 2% 
7% Clumsy 0% 
18% Non verbal 2% 
30% Poor Pers. Hygiene 0% 
16% Introverted 0% 
9% distracted 2% 
32% Angry 0% 
7% Disruptive 2% 
18% Aggressive 2% 
2% Highly emotional 0% 
25% Loud 0% 
9% Clumsy 0% 
23% Non verbal 0% 
32% Poor Pers. Hygiene 0% 
1 1% Introverted 0% 
14% distracted 5% 
ercep e2ative ercep 
Ener2etic Easily 
Ener2etic Easily 
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